Utilization and impact of ambulance diversion at the community level.
To evaluate the utilization and impact of ambulance diversion in the metropolitan area of Syracuse, New York. This was a retrospective review of the ambulance diversion system operated by the hospitals of Syracuse, New York. This system allows each emergency department to divert incoming ambulances during periods of extreme overcrowding. Data collected included numbers of hours on ambulance diversion by hospital, numbers of hours when all four hospitals were on diversion simultaneously, and numbers of ambulances received while the hospitals were on and off diversion. For three of the five years evaluated, ambulance diversion hours were most numerous during the period between January and March. For the most recent year studied (2000), ambulance diversion hours did not decline after the first quarter. During periods of diversion, hospital emergency departments received 30%-50% fewer ambulances than they did while open. This study demonstrated that, in Syracuse, New York, ambulance diversion was once a seasonal phenomenon, but is increasingly occurring throughout the year because of staff and resource limitations. It also demonstrated that ambulance diversion can be employed to reduce numbers of incoming transports.